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Introduction  
 

Runnymede Public School is lucky to have one of the most varied and interesting  
schoolyards in the Toronto District School Board - it offers teachers and students 
a unique combination of naturalized gardens, studentsõ artworks and play areas to 
explore. Seen as a large outdoor classroom, it provides a rich resource in 
supporting and extending the curriculum in science, language arts, math, social 
studies and the arts.  Using the schoolyard to support your studentsõ learning will 
ensure their connection to and enjoyment of your lessons  - and help them to 
develop a sense of place in their school and neighbourhood. 
 
This resource guide aims to provide Runnymede teachers with background 
information about the different features of our schoolyard, as well ideas and 
teaching strategies for maximizing its many benefits.  It contains curriculum ideas 
which encourage the use of this huge outdoor classroom for all grade levels and 
subject areas all year-round.  Bring your class outside to discover that school just 
doesnõt get better than this!  
 
 

Upper pathway in the Hillside Garden 
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Map of the Schoolyard  
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History of the Schoolyard  
 

 The Yard & Garden Committee at Runnymede P.S. has led many schoolyard 

improvement initiatives since its establishment in 1990 when staff and parent 
volunteers created a 1.5 acre outdoor learning garden on an underused, difficult to 
maintain, grassy slope bordering the North and East sides of the school.  Over the 
next decade, native plants, shrubs and trees flourished in the area, now known as 
the Hillside Garden, under the care of staff, students and volunteers, and 
Runnymede students discovered the joy of having their own natural park in the 
schoolõs back yard. 
  
In July of 2000, arsonists destroyed Runnymedeõs playground equipment and the 
Committee expanded its schoolyard improvement mission to include all outdoor 
play and learning spaces, effectively considering the schoolyard as a large outdoor 
classroom. With input from students, parents and staff, the Committee worked 
with school administrators and the Toronto District School Board to renew 
Runnymedeõs landscape.  During 2001-2003, exciting additions included a new 
Adventure Playground, a paved basketball and sports zone, a running track, an 
irrigated grass playing field and a stone amphitheatre built for use as an outdoor 
classroom and performance space.  More recently, fitness stations and a new 
Peace Circle have been added to the Runnymede Yard on the west side.  To 
achieve all of this, the Committee and School Council have raised funds through 
sponsorships, grants, dances, skating events and plant sales to supplement TDSB 
funding. 
   
Annual ôArt in the Yardõ projects have also been established by the Committee.  
The Kindergarten doors, once magnets for graffiti, now welcome Runnymedeõs 
youngest students with murals featuring their own artwork.  Senior students have 
created a large mural in the front of the school with images from the Hillside 
Garden.  Other students, working with Committee volunteers, created nature-
inspired concrete stepping stones used to pave student walkways. This yard 
improvement, which included a new retaining wall paid for in large part by 
volunteer fundraising, has ensured the longevity of much needed shade trees in an 
important social play area.         
  
Since 2004, the Committee has directed its energy towards increasing student 
involvement in the enhancement of Runnymedeõs entire outdoor learning 
environment.  The Committee hosts Fall and Spring ôYard Daysõ where children, 
parents and staff clean and beautify the schoolyard to ensure it remains a 
captivating, multi-use space.  These have provided opportunities to come together 
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as a community to celebrate the seasons, socialize outside of the schoolõs walls, 
and use the schoolyard in creative ways, such as concerts in the Hillside Garden 
and community art projects involving parents and their children.  We have also 
worked with teachers to facilitate their learning in the Yard, providing resources 
and volunteers to maximize their studentsõ learning experiences. 
 
Schoolyard safety is a priority in all project areas.  In recent years, we have worked 
with school administrators, parents, neighbours and the City of Toronto to 
enhance lighting around the school and cut back overgrown foliage.  The 
committee has also improved pedestrian safety by installing traffic barriers and 
redesigning the use of a busy shipping and receiving area.   
 
The Yard committee is committed to the long-term maintenance and 
improvement of the Runnymede schoolyard; we welcome input and involvement 
from teachers and students to ensure its ongoing use as a rich and engaging 
outdoor classroom. 
  

  

 

First Planting in the Hillside Garden 1990 
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Reasons Why Students Need Outdoor Classrooms 
 

  To grow inquisitive minds and active bodies. 

  To appreciate all disciplines by learning practical reasons for 
the knowledge they gain in lessons.  

  To expand their minds and sights beyond the four walls of 
their small classrooms. 

  To expose them to the Earth's multitude of amazing life forms 
and physical processes.  

  To help them remember what they learned in school (because 
people only remember what they experience.) 

  To expose them to the natural world and its wonders.  

  To understand their connection to the world and become 
better stewards of our environment.  

  To be responsible citizens of the world around them.  

  To understand that learning, knowing, and growing can and 
should happen everywhere!  

 

(Georgia Outdoor Classroom Council, 2006)   

 

                                                                                                        

  

 

 

 

 
 

The Hillside Garden in the mid 1990s 
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Get Involved in the Runnymede Yard 

 

There are many ways your class can get involved in their schoolyard and make it a 
more fertile place to learn and grow.  Most of these projects lend themselves to 
cross-curricular education with strong environmental, experiential and citizenship 
components. Members of the Yard Committee would be happy to help you and 
your class get started; we have ideas and resources to make it happen! 
 

 Integrate It into Your Curriculum:  Use the Hillside Garden for more than 
capture-the-flag!  Bring your students to observe the plants and wildlife; draw 
the trees; collect materials for science projects; inspire their stories and poems.   

  

 Adopt-an-Art Garden: Your class can design, develop and care for one of 
the five container gardens at the front of the school as a class art project. 

 

 Adopt-a-Tree: Plant a memorial tree in the Hillside Garden and watch it 
grow!  Use it as a source of materials for art class (leaf prints, bark rubbings) 
and weave a protective basket around it using natural materials from the 
garden. 

 

 Artistic Interventions:  Weave an artwork into a section of fence with your 
class using natural materials from the garden.  Add to the growing collection 
of nature paintings in the Adventure Yard ð raise studentsõ confidence by 
having their art on permanent display! 

 

 Food Garden:  Help design, develop and care for a pioneer, medieval or 
ancient civilizations food garden.  Plant the vegetables from seed in your 
classroom (science) and then transplant into the garden in the spring. 

 

 Litter Clean-ups:  Take on a litter clean-up of the schoolyard with your class.  
Materials collected can be graphed (math), made into collaged anti-littering 
posters (art) or documented in a journal (language arts.)  This could involve 
promoting and overseeing a recycling program on the school ground, or 
creating an anti-littering campaign to tie into media literacy.  

 

 Weed out the ôBad Guysõ: A great science project is to learn about invasive 
plants with your class and help to remove these destructive, non-native 
species from the Hillside Garden. 




